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In this church we have members who have come from different religious backgrounds. Some of us grew up in traditional Baptist churches. Some of us have said that we are “recovering Southern Baptists.” Some of us may be Baptist only because our parents were Baptist. 
And some of us are Baptist because of Watts Street Baptist Church! We have here a growing number of people who are drawn to this church from other denominations. You have discovered here the spiritual nurture and mission involvement that you need. On a regular basis some of you tell me that you joined this church and then you’ve had to explain to your friends who ask, “You mean you joined a BAPTIST church?!” Then you have to explain, “We’re not THAT KIND of Baptist.” By that statement you must mean that we’re not narrow-minded, fundamentalist, Bible-toting, and on the far right in all matters of faith and politics.   

At Watts Street, while we honor diversity, we’re not “that kind of Baptist.” As John Cheek has said from this pulpit, “From its beginning in 1923 Watts Street has been a different kind of Baptist church.”
We may be quick to say what kind of Baptist we are NOT, but we may be slower to say what we are. What does it mean to say that we are Baptist?   What is it that makes us Baptist? What is our identity?
One Baptist once told me about a conversation with an Episcopalian friend. The Episcopalian said, “I once tried being a Baptist, but I finally decided that I didn’t have the energy.”
It usually takes a lot of energy to be Baptist. From the beginning we have been an energetic, lively, productive people. We love to sing and meet and eat together, and we can sometimes be abrasive and even cantankerous. We believe in speaking our minds and voting our convictions. Someone has that that when you have three Baptists in the room, you will likely have four or five different opinions.
Some years ago one person joined this church, and he said, “I’m a Baptist for intellectual reasons.” That’s a heartening response. The heart of Baptist life is freedom. The middle name of Baptists is freedom--- “soul freedom” as some call it. It’s freedom from authoritarian control and freedom for the right to discern, with guidance from the Spirit, what we believe. As we’ve often said in this church: This is a place where you can speak out loud what you are coming to believe---without fearing disapproval or judgment.
Baptists are Protestants; the word comes from “protest.” Baptists were born as protesters against authoritarian control.    That means we are familiar with controversy. We have our roots in the left wing of the Protestant Reformation. Our maverick Baptist friend Will Campbell once wrote a book titled THE GLAD RIVER. In that book Will keeps asking the question, “Where is a Baptist?” He concludes that there aren’t any left. Baptist has become either an endangered or extinct species.  The main character in the book says, “This story is about how there aren’t any Baptists left in the world….This story is about three people who lived in Holland in the sixteenth century. They were Baptists. There were called Anabaptists at that time…They were all executed by the government.” 
What did they believe? What made them different? “They did not believe in baptizing infants. And because they did not believe in taking human life, they would not go to war. They did not believe in the death penalty, so they were not allowed to serve on juries. They believed that the Church and the State should be completely separate. They would not swear, because they understood the scripture to forbid it. They led simple lives… and a few of them practiced community of goods (shared possessions)…the only way they could survive in times of persecution. They were Christians.” (Campbell, pp. 224-246)

Where do we Watts Street folks get our authority to be Christians---Baptist Christians? From the Bible. The Bible is our touchstone, our springboard, our authority. One Baptist told me that she had at least 50 Bibles in her home. These Bibles come in different sizes, shapes and colors. They are authorized, revised, new revised, annotated, and even paraphrased with funny pictures in them. No matter what kind of Baptist you are---liberal Baptist, Neo-Orthodox Baptist, Inerrantist Baptist or “Don’t take Either Side” Baptist---all of us can agree that this book is our authority. (from Walter Shurden, p. 4, BAPTIST HISTORY AND HERITAGE, 1984)
But it hasn’t always been that way. There was a time when the Bible wasn’t “our book.” The question through our history has been, “Who owns the Book?” When Martin Luther was preaching in the 16th century, this Book belonged not to the people but to the Church. The Catholic Church at that time had authority over the book. The priest owned the Bible and told the people what it said. The Church at that time did not want a Bible in every motel as today. That’s why the Protestant Reformation brought such an explosion in Germany. The Bible was translated from Latin into German and was put in the hands of every person. And what a dangerous thing to do! That’s how our Anabaptist ancestors became such radical Christians: They read the Bible for themselves! The Bible can have enormous authority, especially when we start doing what it says.
We may have to go back and study Martin Luther all over again—to gain clarity on our view of this Book. Luther insisted that the Bible is our authority, and its message is grace. Luther said “no” to the authoritarian Catholic Church that said, “You must say 50 Hail Mary’s, pay $100. in indulgences, go to mass every day, and – presto! You are saved from the pain of purgatory.” Luther said the rules of the church are not above Scripture; the edicts of the Pope are not above Scripture. When he was told to recant or be excommunicated, Luther said, “I will not recant. My conscience is captive to the word of God. Here I stand. I can do no other.”
Luther trusted the God behind the Bible. He trusted the Holy Spirit working in people as each one of us interprets Scripture for ourselves. Each of us is free to come to the Bible with all our minds and hearts as we wait for God to speak to us, to meet us, to change us.   The freedom of each person to interpret the Bible is bedrock Baptist belief.
This freedom to interpret Scripture is one of the principles that makes us so uncomfortable with “that kind of Baptist.” It seems clear that some of the current fundamentalist Baptists have reverted to a pre-Reformation, authoritarian, “this is what you must believe” position. There are pope-like pastors telling people what they must believe. For many of us, this is a betrayal of the historic Baptist way. It’s non-Baptist!

What kind of authority does the Bible have for us? Carlyle Marney once said that our view of authority goes something like this: The Jewish rabbi stands up and says, “Thus says the Lord.” The Catholic priest stands up and says, “The church’s teaching is…” And the Protestant—the Baptist minister --stands up and says, “Now it seems to me.” (Marney, PRIESTS TO EACH OTHER, p. 42)
We all own the same Bible, but our interpretations--- our “it seems to me’s”--- vary. Through the years Baptists have tried to articulate a general position on the authority of Scripture as one of our five cherished Baptist principles. We have often said that the Bible is sufficient as the “sole guide to faith and practice.” (London Confession of 1644 and 1677, Philadelphia Confession, the New Hampshire Confession (1833) and the “Baptist Faith and Message,” (1963).
The Bible is our authority, but our interpretations may vary. Especially during confusing, complex times, our interpretations seem to become more extreme. This is one explanation for the rise of fundamentalism in recent years. We live in a scary world, with threats of terrorism and disasters. With all the fear and anxiety, where do we turn for stability? The danger then is to grab the Bible, our authority, and twist it into some rigid law or rule. Look for the Bible to give absolute answers. Mindsets like this have led to claims that the Bible supports slavery, the oppression of women, use of violence, and disdain for those who are homosexual, and a terrible disregard for the poor. The authority of the Bible has been misused to support hatred and discrimination. The Bible can then become an idol; it can become an absolute, which is “bibliolatry,” worship of the Bible. This idolatry gets expressed in the bumper sticker motto: The Bible said it, I believe it, and that settles it.” This kind of fundamentalism is a heresy; it’s a belief system in which “there is very little fun and no mentalism.” 
The Bible is not primarily a rule book or a science textbook, or a history book. The Bible is largely a story---a story of God’s fierce love for all God’s children, with many sub-stories, many different points of view. There are two major stories of the creation woven into the first few chapters of the book of Genesis, and there are four different Gospel accounts of the life of Jesus. It’s exciting to do a regular study of the Bible, to discover what truth God is sending to us through the various stories. But we must use our mind; we must love God with our mind and our heart. To be Baptist is to exercise the freedom of our mind as we approach Scripture. 
We are Baptists, and we cannot check our intellects at the church door. We are Baptists who affirm that we come to know God by knowing the rich stories of the Bible---God’s liberation of people who are enslaved, God’s excessive love for all of us, God’s priority for the poor, God’s mercy which extends through all our misdeeds and mistakes.
While parts of the Bible have been misused to justify violence, abuse, slavery, and discrimination, the overarching message of the Bible is that God is madly in love with us. God has a covenant with us, and calls us to be in covenant with God. God is a liberating God, freeing us from any form of enslavement, and calling us to live in fullness of life.
When Jesus began his ministry, he stood up in the temple and read the Bible—the Book of Isaiah, giving his clear call from God, and stating his job description.
       “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because the Lord has anointed
       me to preach good news to the poor..to proclaim release to the 
       captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who
       are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord (which is the 
       Jubilee year of forgiveness and justice for all). – Luke 4:17-20
Jesus’ mission now is our mission. His ministry is our ministry. We study the Bible to learn from Jesus, to learn from the prophets, from the psalmist, from the Torah, so that we will keep growing as followers of God’s Way, Jesus’ Way.
As Baptists we are free to come to the Bible and let it address us. This is the real authority the Bible has. Not as a rule book or a law book or a sermon book. The authority of the Bible is its own ability to bring about an encounter with God. (Leander Keck)
Who owns this Book? We Baptists claim that the people own the Book. And when that really sinks in, we witness amazing changes! In the South more than a hundred years ago, some of our ancestors didn’t want slaves to read the Bible. They said, “It might give them bad ideas.” In other words, they might learn about our freedom-loving God.
Where did Martin Luther King, Jr. find his idea of non-violent resistance? The Bible. Where did Clarence Jordan find his vision of Koinonia Farm in GA where racial harmony was practiced as early as the 1940’s? The Bible. Where did John Smyth of England find the spark to ignite the Baptist movement? And where did William Carey get his wild ideas about a foreign missions movement? The Bible. Where did Walter Rauschenbush find fuel for his social gospel which is so deeply a part of this church’s mission? And where did Baptists find the authority for ordaining women as ministers and deacons? And where did Baptists find the great witness for peace that has developed a strong Baptist peace movement, now directed by the Baptist Peace Fellowship? The Bible. And where did Baptists find the courage to work toward abolishing hunger and poverty housing in this country? Where have Baptists found authority for welcoming all who say Jesus is Lord, regardless of sexual orientation? The Bible.
All of these movements—and more--- have been led by Baptists who were set on fire by the Bible--- just as Jesus built his entire ministry on the great words from the Hebrew Bible: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me….” So today we say, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon us…”
Authority of the Bible is our great principle. We do not worship the Bible; we do not limit God to the pages of the Bible. But we do stand before this word, waiting for new revelation to break forth. What is the new word that God is trying to reveal to us Baptists today? The Real Baptists will be listening for that word. And when we hear it, we will act. For our conscience is captive to the Word of God. Here we stand. We can do no other.
AMEN.
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